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Summary：ThebriefyetremarkablelifeofSimoneWeil（1909－1943）ischaracterized
bywordsandactionswhichtakeusbysurprise，beingsometimesmoreandsometimes
lessthanwemightdesire．Herworkisrepletewithseemingcontradictions，SOmeOf
Which were no doubt as disturbing for her contemporaries as they are for readers
today．AsT．S．Eliotnotes，Whenonereadsherworks，One“isstruck，hereandthere，
by a contrast between an almost superhuman humility and what appears to be an
almostoutrageousarrogance．”l
Livingduringatimeofwarandupheaval，andsufferingherselffromgenerally
poorhealthandfromseveremigraineswhichplaguedheralmostunceasinglyduring
heradultlife，Weilperhapsunderstandablyfocusedmuchattentiononwhatshecalled
malheuroraffliction．Ontheonehand，Shewascommittedtoknowlngtherealityof
OppreSSedworkersandtostrugglingtohelpimprovetheirlot；yet，Ontheother，She
SOmetimesseemedtocravesufferingforherself．Inher“SpiritualAutobiography，”she
COnfessed，“‥．eVery timeI think of the crucifixion of ChristI commit the sinof
envy．”2　Withherfocusonself－renunCiation，Weilatfirstseemsanunlikelymodelfor
WOmentOdaywho are seekingtoliberate themselvesfrom oppressive structuresin
SOCiety andinthechurch．Yet，aCarefulstudy ofWeiPs reflections on Christology
ShedslightonthecontradictionsandsuggeststhattheparadoxofSimoneWeilmay
indeedhaveagreatdealtoofferfeministmovementstoday．
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Introduction
Simone Wei! (1909-1943), a French philosopher, social activist, and political and
religious thinker, is perhaps best described as a modern paradox. On the first page of
his 1990 book about Weil, David McLellan highlights the apparent contradictions
which filled her life:
Certainly there are few lives which involve as much paradox as hers: born into
a comfortable bourgeois family, she became a fanatical supporter of the prole-
tariat; a pacifist, she fought in the Spanish Civil War; a Jew, attracted to
Christianity, she refused to join the Church because of its adherence to the Old
Testament; she wrote a lot-and beautifully-about love, but abhorred all
physical contact with her fellows; her outlook on life and politics was sombre,
even pessimistic, yet she was ever ready to propagate utopian schemes for the
reformation of society; finally, she abjured her splendid gifts by refusing exis-
tence itself and her death was caused, at least partially, by self-starvation.3
Recognizing the contradictions in her life, T. S. Eliot observes that "many readers,
coming for the first time upon some assertation likely to arouse intellectual incredulity
or emotional antagonism, might be deterred from improving their acquaintance with
a great soul and a brilliant mind." He continues on to offer some wise advice: "Simone
Weil needs patience from her readers, as she doubtless needed patience from the
friends who most admired and appreciated her."4 It is with patience that I wish to
explore the life and thought of this controversial woman who has been labeled
everything from a "male-identified masochist" to a woman of great "intellect and
insight."5
In his introduction to Simone Weil's Philosophy of Culture: Readings Toward a
Divine Humanity, Richard H. Bell notes that the incompleteness of Weil's writing and
life (she died at age 34) "invite[s] readers to complete them through themselves-
through the appropriation of her many insights into their own lives. The reader is
forced to 'read' his or her self relative to the very specific circumstances in which he
or she lives, or relative to concrete actions that are being undertaken."6 We must think
along with Weil, yet also, as J. B. Hall affirms, "... if she is to continue to remain a
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fertile resource we must think beyond her as well."7 Although all that Weil wrote can
not be salvaged, it is the task of this paper to begin to appropriate and think beyond
her insights from the perspective of women living in today's technologically advanced
age.
In the first part of this short paper, I will introduce both Weil's life and related
aspects of her thought, drawing especially from her letters8 and from the biography
written by her friend Simone Petrement. 9 In the second part, I will investigate an
important aspect of Weil's thought, namely her understanding of Christology, which is
bound tightly with her understanding of maleur or affliction. Finally, I will suggest
that a "patient" look at Weil can enable us to see some of the contributions she can
make to feminist movements within society and within the church today.
PART I: Simone Weil's Life and Thought
In this section, I will investigate Simone Weil's life and writings together
because, despite the clear contradictions, Weil is a notable example of one who
sincerely struggled to achieve consistency between her thought and action. 1o This
introduction is only a rough sketch intended primarily to make clear the "disturbing"
elements of her life and thoughtY
Although many of Weil's writings have been published and subsequently trans-
lated into English, it is impossible to offer a summary of them for several reasons.
First, the majority of her writings were published posthumously and many are more
thoughts and reflections than well-developed theories. As Eliot suggests, "The frag-
mentation of the extracts [in this case of Gravity and Grace] elicits the profound
insights and the startling originality [like Pascal], but suggests that hers was a mind
of occasional flashes of inspiration."12 Furthermore, her early death will always leave
us uncertain about how she may have developed her thought or may have reconciled
some of the inconsistencies. More importantly, though, it is impossible to sum up
clearly Weil's thoughts because throughout her life she eluded simple classification. As
McLellan states in his introduction, "[S]he remains unclassifiable-and therefore
perpetually unsettling."13 The paradox in her life and work disappears only by means
of the dishonesty of the reader, as it is, I believe, an integral part of her message. She
herself offers the following method of intellectual investigation: "As soon as we have
thought something, try to see in what way the contrary is true."l4 As she explains, the
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perception of contradiction leads to a higher plane and a new view: "If I am walking
on the side of a mountain, I can see first a lake, then, after a few steps, a forest. I have
to choose either the lake or the forest. If I want to see both the lake and the forest
as once, I have to climb higher."!5 For Weil, though, the upward motion comes only
from being drawn up. It is the work of grace.
Background
Simone Weil was born into a well-established family in Paris on February 3,
1909. Both her father, Dr. Bernard Weil, and her mother, Mme. Selma Weil, were
Jews, but they did not educate Simone or her elder brother Andre about their Jewish
background. In other areas, however, education was very important for the Weil
family. Simone and her brother were surrounded by books and showed themselves to
be bright at an early age. Physically, though, Simone was often sickly and always
somewhat weak and clumsy. These limitations did not, however, prevent her from
offering herself for physically difficult and dangerous jobs later in her life.
Throughout her youth and perhaps throughout her life, Weil seemed to suffer
from a feeling of inferiority, perhaps in part because her brother was recognized early
in his life for his gift in mathematics. Early on she also perceived a great disadvantage
or misfortune in having been born a woman. According to Petrement, Weil, in an
effort to further her goals in life, "decided to reduce this obstacle by giving up any
desire to think of herself as a woman or to be regarded as such by others, at least for
a set period of time."l6 She and her family all joked about her being the second son
in her family. Mme. Weil apparently had great expectations of her children and was
at least partially responsible for Weil's understanding of the misfortune of being
female. Speaking about one young girl she had met, Mme. Weil wrote, "This is the
kind of little girl I have come across many times, the kind that leads me to like and
esteem boys much more! ... I do my best to encourage in Simone not the simpering
graces of a little girl but the forthrightness of a boy, even if this must at times seem
rude."l7 In embracing traditional masculine virtues, Weil was most importantly
liberating herself from limiting and unfavorable images of women. Nevertheless, her
embrace of male language and masculine virtues rather than the redefining of the
female in positive terms may leave women today stilI searching for a liberating model
of a woman.
When Weil entered the prestigious Lycee Henri IV in October 1925 at age
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sixteen, she met Emile-Auguste Chartier, better known as Alain, a professor who had
lasting impact upon her thought. In 1928 she entered the Ecole Normale Superieure,
having already passed the examinations required for a license to teach philosophy.
Over time she confirmed her early admiration of the Greeks in general and her love for
Plato in particular. (She also developed a rather unbalanced hatred for Rome and
Israel. 18) Her training as a philosopher greatly influenced her later "Christian"
writings. McLellan notes that her language and structure were philosophical even
when she was writing about her religious experience: "[S]he expressed herself in
categories largely unfamiliar to those brought up in the Christian milieu. Moreover
these categories are often apparently contradictory: Weil purposely used contradiction
as a method for transcending a particular and limited perspective."19
During her years as a student, she began to voice her concern for working people
openly. She was, recognized for her remarkable sensitivity to the plight of suffering
human beings, yet at the same time her classmates seem to have sensed something
lacking in her. Petrement even goes so far as to suggest that "many of her old
classmates, when they finally read her writings, were surprised to discover that she
was so human."2o While Wei! admitted her need for friendship and indeed had friends,
she did not always find among those around her the "ideal friend" she desired. In
response, at age fifteen, she had "conjured up the figure of a distant, hidden, secret
friend who she thought would be revealed to her one day" and made reference to this
"ideal friend" later in life. True friendship was for her akin to a miracle.21
Wei!'s intense headaches began around 1930, during her last year as a student,
while she was preparing for an exam to secure a teaching position at a lycee or
university. These headaches continued with almost no relief for most of her adult life.
It was perhaps this severe physical suffering coupled with her feelings of inadequacy
and her self-isolation that contributed to her later emphasis on affliction. Much later
she wrote to her friend Maurice Schumann about her intellectual vocation: "I have the
inner certainty that this truth, if it is ever granted to me, will only be revealed when
I myself am physically in affliction, and in one of the extreme forms in which it exists
at present."22 Here, as well as in the earlier years of her life, we can see that while
she "was convinced she had a powerful intellectual vocation to which she had to
remain obedient and faithful at all cost," she also had "an attitude of utter humility,
even a sense of total worthlessness."23
In 1931 Weil started teaching at the lycee for girls at Le Puy. She was sent by
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the government to this provincial place in large part because of her involvement with
workers during her student days. In such a small place, some thought her political
activity might decrease. It did not. She was successful in her teaching but caused a
scandal when she met with the unemployed and was seen shaking hands with a
stone-breaker. In response Weil wrote an article entitled "A Survival of the Caste
System" in which she accused the national university administration of lagging "sev-
eral thousand years behind human civilization."24 The scandal resulted in her transfer
to a girls' lycee in Auxerre in 1932.
In contrast to the love she could show toward all social classes, Weil was herself
cautious about love. In a 1935 letter to a former student, she advised:
I will add that love seems to me to involve an even more terrifying risk than that
of blindly pledging one's own existence; I mean the risk, if one is the object of
a profound love, of becoming the arbiter of another human existence. My
conclusion ... is not that one should avoid love, but that one should not seek it,
and above all when one is very young.25
Although Weil's letters to her parents and the time she spent with them offer evidence
of her ability to express her love and human dependence to some degree, these
examples are very limited. She seemed fearful of love. In a 1942 letter addressed to her
friend Gustave Thibon after their parting, Weil wrote, "I also like to think ... that if
you should sometimes happen to think of me you will do so as one thihks of a book one
read in childhood. I do not want ever to occupy a different place from that in the hearts
of those I love, because then I can be sure of never causing them any unhappiness."26
She herself had clearly been disappointed by her friendships. Ursula King is justified
in posing the question: "In spite of all her praises of love, of love of neighbor and friend,
and in spite of all her sympathies and work for the poor, her abnegations and
deprivations for the sake of others, does one not wonder whether in the end her ethical
rigorism did not condemn her to be a person with not enough love, not enough
compassion, least for herself and those closest to her ?"27
In 1934 Weil took a leave from teaching (then at the girls' lycee in Roanne) and
began unskilled factory work. She had wished for such as experience for some time.
While working in the factory, she experienced degradation and slavery. Her un-
suitability for the work led to low production, low pay, and hunger. Yet, although she
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suffered from her clumsiness and inaptness for the labor, the greater suffering was of
a different kind. In Weil's words, working in a factory "meant that all the external
reasons (which I had previously thought internal) upon which my sense of personal
dignity, my self-respect, was based were radically destroyed within two or three weeks
by the daily experience of brutal constraint."28 Such an experience brought out in her
the unexpected: docility, a word rarely used to describe Wei!. She worked consciously
to reclaim her human dignity based on something internal, yet she still felt that, "There
I received forever the mark of slavery .... Since then I have always regarded myself
as a slave."29 This experience certainly informed her later writings about true
affliction.
In August 1936 Weil travelled to Barcelona with plans to enlist in the ongoing
Spanish Civil War. She stayed about two months, unsuccessful in her attempt to join
the fighting. A cooking accident forced her to return, with the aide of her unceasingly
attentive parents, to France. There she later changed her mind about joining the
fighting. In explanation of this conversion she wrote, "I no longer felt any compulsion
to participate in a war which, instead of being what it had appeared when it began-
a war of famished peasants against landed proprietors and their clerical supporters-
had become a war between Russia on the one hand and Germany and Italy on the
other."30 Again we see evidence of her commitment to workers.
In 1938 Weil visited Portugal with her parents and in Solesmes had her first
mystical experience. She later wrote about this experience in a letter to a soldier, Joe
Bousquet, who had been paralyzed during World War I:
For twelve years I have suffered from pain around the central point of the
nervous system, the meeting-place of soul and body; this pain persists during
sleep and has never stopped for a second. . .. During all this time, the word God
had no place at all in my thoughts. It never had, until the day-about three and
a half years ago-when I could no longer keep it out. At a moment of intense
physical pain, while I was making the effort to love, although believing I had no
right to give any name to the love, I felt, while completely unprepared for it (I
had never read the mystics), a presence more personal, more certain, and more
real than that of a human being; it was inaccessible both to sense and imagina-
tion, and it resembled the love that irradiates the tenderest smile of somebody
one loves. Since that moment, the name of God and the name of Christ have
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been more and more irresistibly mingled with my thoughts. 31
From that point on, Weil turned her thoughts and writings more and more toward
religious themes, studying such texts as the writings of John of the Cross, the
Bhagavad-Gita, and the Upanishads.
From 1935 to 1940 Weil had various teaching assignments yet also took several
leaves because of ill health. In 1940 when she tried to get reappointed to a teaching
position, the Vichy government had already issued the "Statute on Jews" which
forbade Jews to be employed at schools. She was therefore dismissed from the state
teaching service. Her response was a letter to the Minister of Education in which she
claimed she did not know the meaning of jew. The law spelled out that anyone who
had three Jewish grandparents was a Jew, but she said she did not know how to assess
the Jewishness of her grandparents. She wrote, "I have no reason to suppose that I
have any sort of tie, either through my father or my mother, with the people who lived
in Palestine 2,000 years ago ..."32 Although most commentators recognize the sarcas-
tic tone in which Weil wrote, this realization does not make us feel at ease with her
statements, even less so when combined with the other things she wrote about Judaism
during a time of Jewish persecution and Holocaust.
In 1941 Wei! met a Dominican priest, Fr. Perrin, and through his connection
began farm work in Ardeche under the direction of Gustave Thibon. Despite her
increasing interest in Christianity, particularly Catholicism, she refused to be baptized.
First, she considered herself "Christian" from her childhood and perhaps thought it
unnecessary to seek baptism, an action she felt would distance herself from other
traditions and their followers. Also, as with her rejection of womanhood, Judaism, and
the Communist Party, Wei! seemed to resist becoming a part of a defined group,
perhaps because of her fear of later rejection from the very group itself. (She was
interested in knowing if she would, in fact, be accepted for baptism.) She also
considered herself particularly vulnerable to group pressures. In addition, her
interpretation of the Old Testament was another major barrier. While the church
embraces the Hebrew Scriptures as a foundation of Christianity, Weil wrote that only
a few books, those which she considered to be inspired through foreign influences-Job,
most of the Psalms, the Song of Songs, wisdom literature, Second Isaiah, some minor
prophets, Daniel and Tobias, were worthwhile. According to her, "All the rest of the
Old Testament is a tissue of horrors."33
C. H. Dalton: Simone Weil: An Instructive Paradox 151
In 1942 Weilleft France for the United States. From New York, where she lived
with her parents, Weil tried desperately to get to England, from where she hoped
eventually to be able to return to France. After "a very painful inner struggle" and in
spite of her "pacifist inclinations" it had become imperative for her "to work for
Hitler's destruction, with or without any chance of success."34 During this year she
wrote several letters to Schumann, sharing with him some of her ideas, including her
somewhat shocking "Plan for an Organization of Front-Line Nurses," and seeking his
assistance. Admitting that she had no skilled labor to offer, she offered herself for any
work "involving a high degree of hardship and danger," including that as a front-line
nurse. She explained, "The suffering all over the world obsesses and overwhelms me
to the point of annihilating my faculties and the only way I can revive them and release
myself from the obsession is by getting for myself a large share of danger and
hardship. That is a necessary condition before I can exert my capacity for work."35
Her insistence on placing herself and perhaps others in danger, either from offering her
clumsy self for dangerous missions or from depriving her body of proper nourishment,
is among the most "disturbing" aspects of her life.
In 1943, at the request of the Free French, Weil wrote The Need for Roots:
Prelude to a Declaration of Duties Toward Mankind, a report about the possibilities for
the recovery of France. In it she described eloquently "those needs which are for the
life of the soul what the needs in the way of food, sleep and warmth are for the life of
the body."36 Academic work could not, however, satisfy her desire to participate in the
Free French in a more physically demanding way. Stuck behind a desk in London, she
soon found herself suffering from tuberculosis and exhaustion in addition to her acute
disappointment. After some months in the hospital, Weil died on August 24, 1943, in
Ashford, Kent. According to the doctors, she contributed to her death by refusing
proper nutrition. It was probably in that year that she wrote another letter to
Schumann in which she spoke of her life as meaningful only insofar as it helped others
or led to the "revelation of truth." She expressed her growing despair: "I feel an ever
increasing sense of devastation, both in my intellect and in the centre of my heart, at
my inability to think with truth at the same time about the affliction of men, the
perfection of God, and the link between the tWO."37 If unable to return to France, she
wished to "be allowed to disappear in the obscurity of physical labour," for she could
not "eat the bread of the English without taking part in their war effort."38
Perhaps all scholars recognize Weil's preoccupation with food. Throughout her
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life she did not eat much, though she enjoyed good French food and even requested a
French cook during her last days in the hospital. She also often used food imagery in
her writing, and, interestingly, her final reflections in her notebook were about food.
She wrote about "the significance of meals on solemn occasions" and "the significance
of special dishes," citing several specific examples. The second to last sentence of her
final notebook reads: "The joy and the spiritual significance of the feast is situated
within the special delicacy."39 Despite this preoccupation, most commentators have, I
think rightly, refused to classify Weil as anorexic"o While her death is striking and
somewhat tragic-a life of potential before her (Eliot remarks that "she had a very
great soul to grow up to."4l) as she chose to die-her death very much reflected her life.
She died as she lived: in solidarity with the suffering in France, in relative obscurity,
and in contradiction.
Observations
Although in the preceding discussion I have pointed out some "disturbing"
aspects of Weil's life and thought, I would like to highlight them here briefly and
contrast them with the foundations of what I shall call feminist liberation theologies.
It is important to note at the outset that the term feminist is a somewhat elusive
term, taking on a variety of different meanings in different historical and cultural
contexts. It is impossible to speak of one feminist movement or one feminist liberation
theology, as each takes form in response to particular problems facing people, espe-
cially women and other marginalized groups, in specific areas of the world. Neverthe-
less, there are some very basic foundations which I offer here to make clearer my
observations about the life and writings of Weil.
While no single definition can be fully satisfactory, the Dictionary of Feminist
Theologies offers the following broad yet helpful explanation under the heading of
"Feminist Theories":
... feminist theories interrogate structures of male dominance and of patri-
archy, and their accompanying systems of gender. In examining patriarchy,
feminist theories expose the structures, such as class, race, religion, sexuality,
and nationality, that subordinate and oppress women. The result of such
examinations has been the generation of knowledge on subjects such as female
bodies, violence against women, patriarchal states, the socialization of con-
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sciousness, heterosexism, and male-dominant culturesY
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The very basic goal of feminist theories, therefore, is the understanding of and freedom
from oppressive structures within society which deny women and other marginalized
people from recognizing their full humanity and from participating in and contributing
to the world around them. However, as feminist theologian Rosemary Ruether points
out in her investigation into the life of ascetic women of the fourth century, "What
individuals find 'liberating' is relative." In this paper, therefore, I do not want to
question whether Weil herself experienced liberation, that is, "the sense of taking
charge of one's own life; of rejecting a state of being governed and defined by others."43
Instead I wish to comment on implications for women living today.
First, Weil is most clearly aligned with feminist liberation movements in her
demonstrated solidarity with laborers. In her work in the factories and the field, she
sought to understand people, to establish comradery with them rather than give money
from her privileged status. Although Weil did use dualisms in her writings, notably the
distinction between the "here below" and the "heavens," the common critique that such
dualisms minister to the spirit while allowing the body to wither does not find support
in the life of Weil. While she would not pray for bread"4 she did fight for the right to
work for bread. As Lucy Bregman notes, "it would be impossible to show that Weil's
earthly-heavenly dichotomy led to less concern for the plight of factory workers or
farm laborers."45
Beyond this, however, Weil in many ways appears "separated by a deep and
enormous chasm from contemporary feminist theology and religious thought."46 From
a feminist perspective, perhaps the most troubling points of both her life and thought
are related to her sense of worthlessness and her seeming desire for suffering.
Concretely she rejected herself as a woman and as a Jew, somewhat looking down on
both groups. Further, her writings give testimony to her own sense of worthlessness.
Feminist ears cannot but hear some of her words as frighteningly similar to descrip-
tions of the cycle of domestic abuse today. For example, she described a mystical
experience months before her death in the following way:
One day he said to me: "Now go." I fell down before him, I clasped his knees,
I implored him not to drive me away. But he threw me out on the stairs .... I
know well that he does not love me. How could he love me ? And yet deep
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down within me something, a particle of myself, cannot help thinking, with fear
and trembling, that perhaps, in spite of all, he loves me.47
Similar images run throughout her work. For instance, she identifies herself with the
cursed fig tree in the New Testament (Matthew 21:18-19; Mark 11:12-14).48 Fearing
that her thoughts "might be condemned to death through the contagion of [her]
inadequacy and wretchedness," she wrote, "I never read the story of the barren fig tree
without trembling. I think that it is a portrait of me. In it also, nature was powerless,
and yet it was not excused. Christ cursed it."49 Such images of unworthiness and
powerlessness, especially when transferred to the earthly realm for articulation, seem
to be precisely those rejected by feminists today.
Speaking little of her original God-given dignity and worth or of future glory in
the Resurrection, Weil wrote that Christianity was essentially the religion of slaves.
Feminists and other liberation theologians emphasize the promise of exodus and the
justice ministry of Jesus while Weil concentrated on the reality of exile "here below."
For her the core meaning of Christ could be found in his true affliction on the cross.
While liberation theologians often discuss salvation in the context of fullness of life in
the here and now-"No salvation outside this world"-Weil announced that "Salvation
is consenting to die."5D Stating the obvious, we must be attentive to the fact that slave/
servant language has been and is problematic for those who suffer. As Pheme Perkins
points out, "[T]he exhortation to suffer like Christ in expectation of future salvation
was frequently used to admonish Christian women and slaves to submit to abusive
husbands or masters (e.g., 1 Peter 2:18-3:6). "51 Proscribed powerlessness for the
powerless cannot easily be understood as "good news."
Bregman notes that while feminist theologians look to uncover women models
in the tradition, they seek "models of health, strength, and liberation, rather than a
pattern of self-immolation, fanatical purity, and extreme denial of the body."52 How
then can WeiI be a positive model for women today?
PART II: Perfect Affliction, Perfect Joy
After her death, Weil was popularized perhaps primarily through the publication
of Waiting for God and Gravity and Grace. I will draw significantly from these two
collections in this second part since they contain much of her writings on religious
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themes.53 I will take a close look at a significant aspect of her religious thought,
namely rnaleur or affliction, which is tied to her Christology and is therefore foun-
dational for her understanding of Creation, the Cross, and the Trinity. These ideas are
among Weil's most important religious thoughts and, at the same time, are among the
most troubling from a feminist theological perspective. A deeper understanding of
these ideas will lead us into the instuctiveness of the paradox of Simone Weil.
Maleur (Affliction)
Maleur or true affliction directs and permeates much of Weil's religious
thought. For her the existence of human suffering, physical pain, is not a "great
enigma" since human villains and nature are present in our world. However, "it is
surprising that God should have given affliction the power to seize the very souls of the
innocent and to take possession of them as their sovereign lord."54 True affliction
always includes physical pain, but it penetrates deeper and embraces all aspects of our
lives. Affliction makes it seem that God is absent and causes us to cry out against God
as Job did from his dungheap and as Christ did from the cross, "My God, my God, why
hast thou forsaken me?" (Mark 15:34). In the preface to his book on Weil's theology,
Thomas Indinopolos writes that when he was doing research about suffering, he sought
out the essays of Weil, only to discover that "Simone Weil does not solve the problem
of suffering but deepens it, forcing us to perceive the mystery in it-that which is truly
abysmal."55
For Weil, however, true and unconsoled affliction is not just "abysmal"; it is
necessary in the process of attaining total detachment and receiving the "ineffable"
consolation which comes from God. For her, "The extreme greatness of Christianity
lies in the fact that it does not seek a supernatural remedy for suffering, but a
supernatural use for it."56 She came to understand how in freedom one could continue
to love in affliction, in God's seeming absence. While it is the nature of affliction that
"all the scorn, revulsion, and hatred are turned inward," WeiI writes that supernatural
love can prevent the penetration of this hatred to "the center of the soul" where it
would "color the whole universe with [its] poisoned light."57 Love, therefore, lays the
foundation for liberation. In her own life Christ's Passion entered into her and took
possession of her while she was reciting George Herbert's poem "Love" during an
intense headache. She described the experience as having nothing to do with her
imagination or senses. Simply, "I only felt in the midst of my suffering the presence
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of love, like that which one can read in the smile on a beloved face."5B
Loving in affliction, that is, the union of sorrow and joy, "involves a wrenching
apart."59 It is accompanied by great suffering and is possible only through a process
of detachment. Experiencing the absence of God, thinking that perhaps he does not
even exist, we must continue to love. It is then that God will reveal himself, as in the
tender smile that transformed Weil's suffering without removing it.
Creation and Decreation
In order to understand the development of Weil's thought of freedom to love in
affliction and its relationship to the Cross and the Trinity, it is necessary to begin with
an exploration of her understanding of Creation and "decreation." The Cross, perfect
affliction, and the Trinity, perfect joy, are the two poles of Christianity, "the only two
keys which give entry to the realm of purity, where one can breathe,"60 but each is
understandable only in the context of Creation.
For Weil, self-renunciation is basic in the lives of God and Jesus, and therefore
in the lives of Christian disciples. In her understanding of Christianity, the activity of
self-giving did not begin with the Incarnation when Jesus "emptied himself, taking the
form of a slave" nor with the Crucifixion when he "humbled himself and became
obedient to the point of death--even death on a cross" (d. Philippians 2:4-8). Creation
itself was already sacrifice, for as Lucien Richard writes in his book A Kenotic
Christology , "Kenosis, the self-emptying and self-giving that is love's essence, and that
characterizes Jesus' life, is above all to be understood as characteristic of the life of
God."61 Weil writes:
On God's part creation is not an act of self-expansion but of restraint and
renunciation. God and all his creatures are less than God alone. God accepted
this diminution. He emptied a part of his being from himself .... By this
creative act he denied himself, as Christ told us to deny ourselves. God denied
himself for our sakes in order to give us the possibility of denying ourselves for
him.62
The human response to God's creative act is what Weil calls "decreation." God
created us so that we might give ourselves back to him through a similar process of
self-denial or self-renunciation. God gave us imaginary divinity so that we might
C. H. Dalton: Simone Weil: An Instructive Paradox 157
follow his model and empty ourselves. Freedom from a false divinity means letting go
of an image of ourselves as the center of the world. By giving ourselves to God we
allow God to become everything once again. While Weil can not understand God's
necessity to love her, especially since she felt that even human affection for her could
"only be a mistake," she imagines that God "loves that perspective of creation which
can only be seen from the point where I am."63 She feels she had to withdraw so that
God can see that perspective. Taking this model one step further, she startlingly
writes, "I am God's abdication. The more I exist, the more God abdicates. So if I take
God's side rather than my own I ought to regard my existence as a diminution, a
decrease."64
The Cross
With this framework in place, we may move to one pole of Christianity-the
Cross. For Weil the Crucifixion was not the natural outcome of the ministry of Jesus,
as it is for many feminist liberation theologians, but was "ridiculous." It was the
ultimate contradiction. In contrast, the death of the martyrs was not ridiculous-they
felt the presence of God until their death and knew why they were suffering. The
Crucifixion, however, was true affliction, an event that seizes life and "attacks it,
directly or indirectly, in all its parts, social, psychological, and physical."65 Unlike the
martyrs but like a common human being, Christ was driven to ask that "this cup"
might pass from him (Matthew 26:39; Luke 22:42), to seek consolation from his friends,
and to believe that he was abandoned by God. Nevertheless, in the darkness and the
emptiness of the seeming absence of God, Christ continued to love. God's seeming
absence becomes final and definitive only if we cease to love.
In the first action of self-limitation, "God created through love and for love. God
did not create except love itself, and the means to love."66 Yet our experiences confirm
that there is no love without suffering. In light of her understanding of the love present
at Creation, Weil defines the Crucifixion as the "infinite distance between God and
God," the "supreme tearing apart," the "agony beyond all others," and the "marvel of
love."67 For a person who loves, separation is a good for it is revelation of the love of
the relationship. The "agony beyond all others" is the "marvel of love." She writes
that if we remain faithful and attentive at the foot of the cross, resisting the temptation
to turn our eyes away from the horrible sight, "our misery gives us the infinitely
precious privilege of sharing in this distance placed between the Son and his Father."6s
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We must not allow ourselves to focus on the imaginary presence of God. Again using
food imagery, she writes, "Hunger: We imagine kinds of food, but the hunger itself is
real; we have to fasten onto the hunger."69 Weil refuses the consolation that illusions
may provide.
In a way the character of Joy Gresham in Shadowlands,7° the novel about C. S.
Lewis' marriage late in life, echoes Weil on this point. When Joy struggles to convince
C. S. "Jack" Lewis to talk about her imminent death from cancer, Jack responds, "We
shouldn't think about that now. Let's not spoil the time we have together" (238).
Seeing Jack's denial of the real clearly in his response, she answers, "Jack, it doesn't
spoil it. It makes it real" (Ibid.). She speaks the bitter truth that "the pain, then, is
part of the happiness now .... That's the deal" (239). That was apparently the "deal"
that Weil understood well as she wrote: "But, as a matter of fact, pleasure and pain
are inseparable companions."7l
Interestingly, though, Weil also seems to have had much in common with Jack,
a brilliant Oxford professor and lover of Greek and Latin authors, whose beautiful
ideas and writings about love (love whose "joy lies not in the having, but in the
desiring" [29J) seem to have kept him safely from loving. Losing his mother as a
young boy, Jack learned the danger of loving and responded by embracing love in its
two "superior" forms: as Charis, divine grace, and as Agape, the love for humankind.
However, he rejected "the mischievous God Eros" who was for Jack "too messy and
inconvenient" (6). After more than fifty years of safe living, Jack is surprised and
awakened by Joy and finally takes the chance and loves. Though Joy soon succumbs
to cancer, Jack's life remains richer than it had before Joy entered his life. After her
death he writes: "Why love, if losing hurts so much? I have no answers anymore, only
the life I've lived. Twice in that life I've been given the choice, as a boy, and as a man.
The boy chose safety. The man chooses suffering" (263). Wei!'s life, perhaps, ended
too early.
The Trinity
The second pole of Christianity for Wei! is the Trinity, perfect joy. Interesting-
ly, Weil speaks little of the Resurrection as event. For her the exaltation in Philippians
2 seems to take the form of a relationship rather than an event. The Trinity is the very
love or friendship between God and God, this love itself being also God. While the
Crucifixion makes manifest the separation, the Trinity is an expression of the meeting
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or infinite closeness of God and God. Both are "forms expressing the divine virtue of
the same Love, the Love that is God himself."72
While there are some important differences between perfect joy and perfect
affliction, the differences are for Weilless important than the similarities. In explana-
tion she writes, "When a man who can and a man who cannot read look at a sentence
written in red ink, they both see the same red color, but this color is not so important
for the one as for the other."73 For the one who cannot understand the message, the
color of the writing takes on importance, but for the one who can "read," the color of
the experience, joy or affliction, has little significance. To make the point again with
different imagery: "Bread and stone both come from Christ and penetrating to our
inward being bring Christ into us. Bread and stone are love. We must eat the bread
and lay ourselves open to the stone, so that it may sink as deeply as possible into our
flesh." 74 It is the message of love that is of consequence, not the means of delivery.
Observations
As explained above, Weil's sense of worthlessness and her apparent desire for
suffering are difficult to incorporate into feminist theologies which strive to empower
the marginalized, to help them recover their human dignity, thereby moving them in
the direction of concrete liberation. The first point to emphasize is that while Weil is
attentive to the necessity of emptying the self of false divinity, nevertheless she clearly
condemns abusive power and affirms that such renunciation requires free consent. She
distinguishes clearly between a false humility which "leads us to believe that we are
nothing in so far as we are ... particular human beings," and true humility which "is
the knowledge that we are nothing in so far as we are human beings as such."75 We
are all called to empty ourselves; no one is called to empty another. For her, part of
the tragedy of the oppressed is that, stripped of their humanity, they are also denied
the opportunity to renounce themselves for God. What is destroyed in them cannot be
decreated. Self-emptying is an action of obedience, but that "obedience must, however,
be obedience to necessity and not to force (terrible void in the case of slaves)."76 Weil's
life and writings clearly demonstrate that according to her understanding, decreation
"is a strictly personal matter: ... one does not decreate others, it is an affair between
the solitary soul and the source of all goodness, and so it is impossible to treat others
as one must treat oneself."77 In fact, a decreated soul is most inclined toward loving
the neighbor.
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Further, Weil recognizes the difficult truth that authentic and complete libera-
tion cannot be solely a human endeavor. We may give bread to one who is hungry, but
it is the manner of giving that makes it possible for Christ to enter into the one who
eats the bread. "If the gift is rightly given and rightly received, the passing of a morsel
of bread from one man to another is something like real communion."78 In such action
we participate in God's creation. It is not something we can do alone:
It is sometimes easy to deliver an unhappy man from his present distress, but it
is difficult to set him free from his past affliction. Only God can do it. And even
the grace of God itself cannot cure irremediably wounded natures here below.
The glorified body bore the marks of the nail and spear.79
Weil recognizes the depth of human brokenness and the limits of human action. She
sees further that only self-giving action can give life to another and allow the one to
share in the affliction of the other. Weil understands that this renunciation goes against
the nature both of one who has not known affliction and of one "who had known or
had a foretaste of affliction and whom it fills with horror."8o Yet, in imitation of God,
we are called to refrain from using all the power we possess. As Weil notes, "This is
contrary to all the laws of nature. Grace alone can do it."81
Though Weil's life and thought speak more directly about the Cross, perfect
affliction, than about the Trinity, perfect joy, it is important to repeat that for her
speaking of the one was speaking of the other. They are both part of the decreation
process that leads the human person to discover reality.
Conclusion
After having taken a broad look at the sometimes "disturbing" life and thought
of Simone Weil and having made a closer investigation of her understanding of true
affliction and its relationship to perfect joy, I would like to end by returning to the
question of the instructiveness of the paradox of Weil. Can we respond positively to
Robert Coles' assertion that for "us who try to figure out how to live our lives-what
values and beliefs to uphold, what actions to pursue-[Weil's] example ... can serve
to focus the mind, enlarge the heart, and stir the soul."?82 Though a particularly
complex challenge for women who align themselves fundamentally with feminist
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liberation theologies, the contradictions of Weil do indeed invite us to a new level of
understanding.
As King notes, there is much that feminists cannot accept in Weil: "the fierce
intellectualism unattenuated by the tenderness of human emotions; the proud individu-
alism without the enriching and supporting web of personal relationships; the marked
dualism and the obsessive concern with suffering and affliction."83 Yet, a "patient"
reading of Weil reveals a woman who challenges us to think about important questions
and forbids us to rest in easy answers. In some ways the world of this gifted young
woman might be far from ours. In terms of religious thinking, for example, she was
unaided by the significant work of Vatican US' as well as by that of more recent
liberation and feminist theologians. The Catholic Church still clearly strove to
separate itself from the world, including other religions, and women were not common-
ly recognized as a group with distinct problems worth investigating. Yet, in other
ways her chaotic world of war, abusive power, and human suffering is not so distant
from our own. Recognizing and responding to the pain that fills our world, all who
seek liberation must strive like Weil to redefine rather than reassign power. And, as
Richard notes, we must open ourselves to the truth that while the "cross cannot be the
last word ... neither is the resurrection the last word on history.... The salvation
effected in the death and resurrection of Jesus is something other than the contradic-
tion of our experience of negation."85 Our experiences of suffering are real and no
amount of triumphalism can erase them. While it might be tempting to affirm that
kenotic christology is descriptive of the Third World and prescriptive for the First
World and liberation theology is the opposite, the relationship is far more complex.
The Cross and the Resurrection together speak to us of the paradox that is our
salvation. As Simone Weil knew well, it is in the self-emptying of Christ that we come
to see the very face of a God who loves, and it is in true imitation of Christ's letting
go that we ourselves will don the face of God.
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